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ABSTEACT 

The relationship* between opinion leadership and 
certain characteristics of professionals performing linking roles in 
a research dissemination organization — the state Cooperative 
Extension Service of a land-grand university^-vere examined in this 
study* Five hypotheses were tested* The data vere collected from a 
sample of 50 faculty members from seven academic departments of the 
university by personal interrievs using a highly structured interview 
schedule and several self-administered instruments* All five 
hypotheses were confirmed* This study showed that the opinion 
leadership of professional linkers was positively related to their 
degree of information seeking both from within and outside the 
organization. (BB) 
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CCM1UNICATI0N COEREIATES OF OPINION LEADERSHIP OF PROFESSIONALS 
IN A RESEARCH DISSHOTATION ORGANIZATION 



ABSTRACT 

This study showed that the opinion leadership of professional 
linkers was positively related with their degree of infonna- 
tion seeking from extradepartmental colleagues, tirae epent in 
reading technical periodicals^ connmini cation network centrality» 
and social contacts with organizational colleagues and v/as nega- 
tively related with their information seeking from intrafiepart- 
mental colleagues* 



INTRODUCTION 

Opinion leadership is one of the most significant concepts for .understanding 
communication and social influence in relatively large social systems* Although 
the concept originated in a study of political communications and voting deci- 
sions, it has been found to be useful for understanding patterns of communication 
and influence in varied communication situations such as diffusion of innovations, 
mass communication,^ 32id communication in formal organizations* 

In their study of the 19^ Presidential campaign, Iazarsfeld» Berelson, and 
Gaudet found that csindidate preferences and vote decisions were dominated by 
active personal influence and face-to-face communications rather than by the mass 
media*5 Based on this study, they conjectured that ideas and information conveyed 
by the mass media, instead of impinging directly on the general public, often 
reach the attentive and concerned segment of the piJj)lic first and then are trans- 
mitted by these "opinion leaders'* to others who are l^ss actively interested* This 
conception, formulated as a hypothesis of a "two-step flow of communication," 
brought to prominence the concept of opinion leadership in the field of communi- 
cation* The crux of the concept of opinion leadership is that people are often, 
infliienced by others implicitly or e:>cplicitly» rather than directly by the mass 
media or other impersonal sources of infoarmation* The type of influence referred 
to by the concept is one which derives natiirally from the informal relations that 
exist in ordinary living* 

The two-step flow model implied that individuals active in information 
seeking were opinion leaders and that the remainder of the mass audience were 
passive. The activity of the opinion leaders was thought to provide the main 
thrust to initiate the communication flow* Cormnon observations and some recent 
theoretical and empirical work "in the area of diffusion of innovations^ suggest 
that opinion leaders can be either active or passive, that they seek receivers, 
are actively sought by them* .and that opinion leaders pl^ both active and passive 
roles in most communication situations* It is being recognized that opinion 
leadership phenomenon operates in two ways; (i) opinion-seeking whereby the 
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communication process is initiated by a follov/er or receiver of the information^ 
advice, or opinion, and (2) opinion^pivin^ in which the communication process 
is initiated by the opinion leader or source of the information^ advice/ or 
opinion* The opinion leader is always the source of information^ opinions^ 
and advice, but the communication process can be initiated by either the leader 
or the follower*^ 

Despite the crucial role of opinion leadership communication in the 
functioning of large social systems^ very little is knovm about the opinion 
leadership phenomenon in formal organisations* Much of the past theoretical 
and empirical work on the concept of opinion leadership has dealt with communi- 
cation in informal social ;3' <-^ins*^> Considering the con^ilexity of information 
needs of organisational members^ the growing interdependence between organisa- 
tions and their external environments » the existence of formal and informal 
interpersonal relationships among organisational members, and the high amount of 
face-to-face communication in formal organisation^ it seems logical that opinion 
leadership would be a significant phenomenon of communication in formal organisa- 
tions* Besides intuition and common observations about the frequent occurence 
of opinion leadership contacts in organisations^ there is growing evidence from 
organisational studies9 for the existence of opinion leadership communication 
in organisations* However^ our knowledge of the precise nature and correlates 
of opinion leadership in organisational settings is almost negligible* Much 
needs to be done in this direction* 

RLSEARCH PROBLEM AND HYPOTHESES 

The present study was designed to examine the relationship between opinion 
leadership and certain communication characteristics of professionals performing 
linking roles in a research dissemination organisation^ the state Cooperative 
Ebctension Service of a land-grant university* The linking role» in context of 
the research dissemination process, is defined as the function of facilitating 
communication between researchers and clients in a given field* Research dissem- 
ination organisations consist primarily of linking roles and are designed to 
facilitate communication and utilisation of research results* 

The theoretical and empirical work on opinion leadership suggests that 
opinio,! leadership is a communicative role which can be performed with varying 
effectiveness by individuals who have certain communication characteristics* 
Opinion leadership is not a *'trait** which some people possess and others do not* 
It is a communicative function and people vary considerably in the degree to 
which they perform the function and in the effectiveness of performing it* Some 
persons are sought for information and advice more than others* likewise^ some 
individuals give information and advice to their colleagues more often than others* 
Assuming that opinion leadership is a continuous variable and that it varies 
considerably among organisational members « it is important to know the factors 
that affect the variation of opinion leadership phenomenon in organisations* 
Since opinion leadership is primarily a communicative role» we need to know the 
communication variables which affect the degree of opinion leadership of organi- 
sational members* Recognising this need» the present study examined the relation- 
ship of opinion leadership of a linker with five communication characteristics: 
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Cl) number of extradepartmental colleagues sought for information and 
advice, hereafter called ''extradepartmental colleagues sought," (2) number 
of intra departmental colleagues sought for information and advice, hereafter 
called ''intradepartmental colleagues sought," (3) time spent reading techni- 
cal periodicals, ih) communication network centrality, and (5) degree of 
social contacts with organizational colleagues, hereafter called "social 
contacts with organizational colleagues*" The study examined opinion- 
seeking type of opinion' leadership and therefore the opinion leadership 
was defined as the degree to v:hich a person is sought for information and 
advice by fellow members of his social system* 

Opinion leadership of a person depends, to a large extent, upon the 
degree of his communication with information sources outside of his social 
system and the degree of his involvement in the internal communication 
within his social system*^^ In order to serve as a channel of communication and 
influence between members of his social system and the environment outside it, 
an opinion leader must have both external and internal contacts* He must have 
contacts with information sources outside of his group or social system- 
information sources such as mass media, professional journals and professional 
colleagues outfside his group* Also, an opinion leader must have interpersonal 
contacts with members of his group or social system; he must be accessible to .^.^ 
his colleagues or must have communication contacts which he can use to transmit ''^ 
information and influence* But .iie high degree of internal contacts by an opinion 
leader does not mean that he must rely primarily upon his intragroup colleagues 
for information and advice* If a person seeks mostly his intragroup colleagues 
for information and advice the acquired information wuld be very similscr to 
the one alreadj" possessed by his colleagues* Thus, he will not be sought for 
information and advice by his colleagues or will be sought rarely* 

Considering the nature of internal and external communication environment 
of professionals performing linking roles in the research dissemination organi- 
zation under study, and the past theoretical and empirical evidence on communi- 
cation correlates of opinion leadership, the following hypotheses were formulated 
and tested: 

H ypothesis 1 : The number of extradepartmental colleagues sought by a linker for 
information and advice is positively related with his opinion leadership* 

Hypothesis 2 ; The number of intradepartmental colleagues sought by a linker for 
information and advice is negatively related with his opinion leadership* 

Hypothesis ^3 * The amount of time spent by a linker in reading technical periodicals 
is positively related with his opinion leadership* 

Hypothesis h i The communication network centrality of a linker is positively 
related with his opinion leadership* 

Hypothesis p : The degree of social contacts of a linker with his organisational 
colleagues is positively J'.^'lrated with his opinion leadership* 
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METHOD 

The data for the present study were part of a broader" research project 
conducted in a large midwestern land-grant university* The data were collected 
from a sample of 50 faculty members from seven academic departments^^ of the 
university by personal interviews using ^a highly structured interview schedule 
and several self-administered instruments* The s\;udy sample included only 
those faculty members who were specifically assigned the linking role on part- 
time or full-time basis* Such a faculty meEnber* often called Extension Specialist 
or Subject-Matter Specialist, holds a faculty appointment in an academic depart-- 
ment of the university and devotee part or all of his time to extension work or 
linking role for the research dissemination xmit of the land-grant university, 
the state Cooperative Ebctension Service*''^^ 

Operationalization of Variables 

The hypotheses examined in this study included the common dependent variable 
of opinion leadership and five independent variables or communication characteristics 
(l) extradepartraental colleagues sought,, (2) intradepartmental colleagues sought* 
(3) time spent reading technical periodicals, ik) communication network centrality, 
and (5) social contacts with organizational colleagues* Besides these six variables, 
data were also collected on three control variables; (l) organizational status- 
measured in terms of the academic rank held by a linker and the duration for which 
he has had that rank, Cs) organizational e:>cperience — number of years for which a 
linker has served in the present organization, and role commitment--percentage 
of work time devoted to performing linking role* 

Opinion leactership of a linker was measured by a sociometric technique* Each 
respondent was asked to name about three people whom he seeks most frequently for 
information and advice on technical matters about extension work (or linking role)* 
The names listed by each of the 50 respondents in the study were examined to see 
how many times a given respondent was mentioned* The total number of times a 
respondent was mentioned other linkers in the study was used as his opinion 
leadership score* 

The names listed by a respondent whom he seeks most frequently for information 
and advice were also examined for their organizational affiliation* These were 
classified into intradepartmental and extradepartmental colleagues depending on 
whether they belonged to the acadenjic department of the respondent or not* All 
individuals who did not belong to the academic department of the respondent, 
including colleagues in other departments at the university, colleagues in other 
universities, and other individuals outside the university, were considered as 
his extradepartmental colleagues and the total number of such colleagues was used 
as his score for the viiriable of extradepartmental colleaf^es sought * 

Time spent reading technical periodicals was measured by asking each respondent 
to indicate the number of hours he spends per week, on an average, in reading pro*- 
fessional and non-professional journals or periodicals* The total number of hours 
listed by a respondent comprised his score for the Variable of time spent reading 
technical periodicals* 
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Communication network centrality , defined as the degree to which an 
individual occupios^tfee center position in the commumication netvork of 
Colleas:ues within the organisation, is a sociometric indication of the 
amount of coumiunication a person has with his organisational colleagues. 
It was measured by a sociometric technique. Each respondent was asked to 
list colleagues (within his department and in other departments of the 
univert;ity) with whom he communicated most frequently about technical 
matters related to linking role. The names listed by each of the 50 re- 
spondents in the study were examined to see how many times a given respondent 
was mentioned. The total number of times a respondent was mentioned by other 
linkers in the study was used as his communication netv.'ork centrality score. 

In order to measure the degree of aocial contacts of a linker with 
organisational colleagues, each respondent was asked to list individuals 
(belonging to his department and/or other departments)^ with whom he or his 
family met socially. The total number of colleagues liisted by a respondent 
comprised his score for the variable of social contacts with organisational 
colleagues * 

Statistical Analysis 

Each of the five hypotheses in the study was tested by first computing 
partial correlation between the independent and dependent variables involved 
in the hypothesis while holding the three control variables (organisational 
status, organisational e:>cperience and role commitment) constant, and then 
by examining the statistical significance of obtained partial correlation 
coefficients. All hypotheses were tested by one-tailed tests, with a p^*05 
level of probability accepted as an indication of statistical significance. 
Although Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients between the six 
communication characteristics and opinion leadership were also computed and 
are presented for comparison purposes, the hypotheses were tested by examining 
partial correlation coefficients. 



RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The correlation coefficients presented in Table 1 indicate that four 
communication characteristics — extradepartmental colleagues sought, time 
spent reading technical periodicals, communication network centrality, and 
social contacts with organisational colleagues — are positively related with 
opinion leadership. Although the magnitude of correlation coefficients of 
these four variables with opinion leadership varies, three of the four Pearson 
product-moment correlation coefficients and all four partial correlation coeffi- 
cients are statistically significant. As predicted in the Hypothesis 2, the 
variable of intradepartmental colleagues sought is negatively correlated with 
opinion leadership and both sero-order and partial correlation coefficients 
are statistically significant. Since hypotheses were tested by examining 
the statistical significance of partial correlations rather than sero-order 
correlations, all five hypotheses are supported by the data* 
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TABLS 1 



CORHEUTIOK COEFFICIHWS BETWM CO^a^UNICAnON CHARACTSRISTICS 
AND OPINION LEADSRSHIP OF UNICERS 



(N = 50) 



Communication Characteristics Correlation with Opinion Leadership 



Pearson Product- 
Moment Correla- 
tion 



Partial Corre- 
lation^ 



Extradepartmental Colleagues 
Sought 

Intradepart mental Colleagues 
Sought 

Time Spent Reading Technical 
Periodicals 

Communication Network Centrality 

Social Contacts with Organisational 
Colleagues 



.775* 
-•451* 

• 198 

• 555* 

-585* 



*715* 
-•525* 
• 254* 



^Holding organisational status, organisational experience, 
and role commitment variables constant, 

♦significant at the p ^-05 level; one-tailed test. 



In other v-^ords, this analysis showed that; (l) the number of extradepart- 
mental colleagues sought by a linker for information and advice is positively 
related with his opinion leadership; (2) the number of intradepartmental 
colleagues sought by a linker for information and advice is negatively related 
with his opinion leadership; (5) the amount of time spent by a linker in reading 
technical periodicals is positively related with his opinion leadership; 
(4) communication network centrality of a linker is positively related with his 
opinion leadership; and (5) the degree of social contacts of a linker with his 
organisational colleagues is positively related with his opinion leadership. 
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These findings are consistent with the theoretical formulations and 
previous reegarch findings concerning communication correlates of opinion 
leadership. This study found that opinion leadership of a linker was 
positively related with his degree of external contacts. We found that 
linkers seeking mostly extradepartmuntal colleagues for information and 
advice were more likely to be opinion leaders than those seeking mostly 
intradepartmental colleagues. Also, we found that linkers spending more 
time in reading professional periodicals were more likely to be opinion 
leaders than those spending less time in reading technical periodicals. 
The present finding of a negative relationship between opinion leadership 
and the variable of number of intradepartmental colleagues sought lends 
further support to the proposition that opinion leaders depend heavily on 
extragroup rather than intragroup sources of information. 

In terms of internal contacts, we found that opinion leadership was 
positively related with the variables of communication network centrality 
and social contacts with colleagues. This is consistent with previous 
research findings and theoretical formulations which suggest that opinion 
leaders are highly integrated or involved in the internal communication 
network of their social system. This study examined the relationship 
of opinion leadership witfc two of the various tvpes of internal communica- 
ticn n3t';;orks existing in formal organisations.^/ Future research needs 
to exsiJQine the relationship of opinion leadership vri^th other kinds of 
communication netv/orks existing in formal organisations. 

The present study, because of its correlational design, could not 
provide evidence about the cause-effect relationship among the variables 
found to be significantly related. It was not possible to prove, for 
instance, whether a high number of extradepartraental colleagues sought 
by a linker led to his higher opinion leadership or if the relationship 
wrked the other way. Also, the present study could not control all 
possible extraneous factors ttat might have affected the relationship 
between communication characteristics and opinion leadership of linkers* 
In order to reduce the effect of extraneous factors such afi subject matter 
and administration, the study used a relatively homogenous sample of 
specialists working within one of the five program areas of the Cooperative 
Extension Service. AlthougK' this sampling restriction reduced the generali- 
sability of the findings of the study | it did seem to control some extraneous 
factors. 

This study also attempted to statistically control the effects of three 
extraneous factors — organisational status, organisational experience, and 
role commitment — which might have affected the hypothesised relationships 
in the study. The high degree of consistency between sero-order correlations 
and partial correlations and the fact that the hypothesized relationships 
did hold true with and without statistical control of these three extraneous 
factors increased this author* s confidence in the present findings. Future 
research on communication correlates of opinion leadership should use more 
complex designs that would control more extraneous variables and would pro- 
vide evidence of cause-effect relationship between communication patterns and 
opinion leadership in formal organisations. 
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This study showed that there are systematic relationships between 
communication characteristics and opinion leadership of professionals 
performing linking roles in a research dissemination organization. The 
present findings are highly consistent with theoretical formulations 
and previous findings concerning opinion leadership in informal social 
systems. This indicates that there are similarities between informal 
and formal social systems in terms of the opinion leadership phenomenon 
and the variables that affect the phenomenon; this makes it possible to 
begin to formulate inductive generalizations concerning opinion leader- 
ship which would be applicable-^ to all large social systems. The study 
demonstrated, that opinion leadership ic a fruitful area for understanding 
communication and social influence in formal organisations. Communication 
scholars could benefit greatly from pursuing further research on this 
thus-fetr neglected area of opinion leadership in organisations. 
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For instance, see Donald C. Pelz and Frank M. Andrews, Scientists in 
^Ranizations: Productive Climates for Research and Developmept (New York; 
John Wiley and Sons» Inc. 1966Jt Allen and Cohen, 1969; and C. G. Smith, 
''Consultation and Decision Processes ^ Research and Development Laboratory/' 
Administrative Science Quarterly 15 (1970), 203-215. 

^^Research dissemination is the process of communicating research results 
to practitioners and clients in a given field. In view of the tremendous 
commumication gap between researchers aad clients, various kinds of linking 
roles and research dissemination organisations have been created in various 
fields to facilitate communication between researchers and clients. For a 
detailed discussion of research dissemination process and the types of linking 
roles in various fields, see Ronald G. Eavelock, Planning for Innovation Through 
Dissemination and Utilisation of Knowledge (Ann Arbor» Mich.: Center for Research 
on Utilization of Scientific Knowledge, Institute for Social Research, University 
of Michigan, 197l) - 

evidence on this point, see Kats" and lasarsfeld, 1955; Katz» 1957* 
Coleman, et al., 1966; Allen and Cohen» 1969; Rogers with Svenning^ 1969; and 
Rogers with Shoemaker, 1971* 

^%ine*of the eleven academic departments within the Agriculture program 
area, the largest of the five program areas within the Cooperative Extension 
Service^ were selected for the study; two departments for a pilot study and 
seven for the main study. The study was restricted to one program area to keep 
the sample relatively homogenous with respect to the subject matter and administra- 
tion and thus reduce the effect of these extraneous factors on the hypothesised 
relationships under study. All individuals from seven departments having four or 
more Specialists who have worked for at least one year as Specialists were inclxided. 
This provided a sample of 50 respondents for the main study. 

1^ 

■^Extension Specialist serves as a vital communication link between researchers 
within and outside , the university on one hand and the county extension workers and 
local people on the other. For a discussion of the ro3e of Ebctension Specialist^ 
his organizational relationships with various units of ti land-grant university 
and organizational structure of the Cooperativ Extension Service, see Lincoln 
Kelsey and C. C. Hearne» Cooperative Extension irJork (Ithaca, N.Y.; Comstock 
Publications Associates^ 1963}; and H. C. Sanders (ed.)» The Cooperative Extension 
Service (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1966) . 

1^ 

Based on previous research on correlates of opinion leadership and communi- 
cation behavior and the intuitive evidence about the factors that might affect 
opinion leadership and communication behavior of linkers, these three variables 
seemed to be the most relevant extraneous factors that might have affected the 
hypothesized relationships. Therefore^ they were statistically controlled by 
partial correlation technique. 
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^Katz and lazarsfeld, 1955; Coleman, et al . » 1966; Allen and Cohen » 1969; 
Itogers with Shoemaker, 1971. 
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Katz and Lazarsfeld^ 1955; Kata» 1957; Coleman» et al.» I966; Allen 
and Cohen» 19^9; Sogers with Shoemaker^ 1971. 

17 

For a discussion of different kinds of communication networks and 
Communication roles in formal organisations^ see Harold Guetakow» *'Communi- 
cation in Organizatioris^" in J. G. March (ed.)» Handbook of Organisations 
(Chicago: Rand McNally» 1965)* pp. 233^250; and W. Charles Redding» Communi- 
cation Within the Orp:anigation (New York: Industrial Communication Council^ 
Inc.» 1972) pp. W3-499. 
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